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Abstract: This paper reflects on the STICH research project, an international research cooperation between
Switzerland and India that investigated the topic of requirements of future design education by jointly
exploring issues in the areas of craft, design and social innovation. The cultural differences between these
two countries allowed for an inquiry into the transformation of craft and design in new contexts of social
innovation – and to discover similarities in the re-interpretation and significance of craft and design in the
context of entirely different social challenges. The paper builds on existing theories of design education,
crafts and design to propose future approaches to design education that involve multi-cultural research
collaborations. The findings suggest how design education can reach new target groups by way of exploring
new educational formats and contents that focus on the reinterpretation of traditional design skill in
globalised contexts. This research fills a significant gap in the literature both in design and in crafts and
provides opportunities to conduct further comparative studies.
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1 Introduction
Societal development leads to the growing role of education for regional and national development. Today, a
successful country is associated with a competitive national education system, leading to competitive human
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resources and a competitive economy (Avralev & Efimova, 2013). Thus, one of the main objectives of higher education
is to contribute to economic development and to social equality. Research and educational cooperation with countries
from outside the European Union constitute an important aspect of internationalisation strategies of design schools in
Europe. New target groups for design education and new educational formats and contents for design are considered
to be central to design education in order to respond to an evolving design understanding (Buchanan, 2001).
International cooperation with partners from outside Europe can be a way to achieve these goals as it provides
contrasting contexts to mirror and discuss practice and theory. Simultaneously, successful and sustainable partnership
is still more difficult to achieve, as there is no bilateral framework similar to the Bologna Declaration in Europe –
coordinating, for example, recognition of degrees and periods of studies. Partnership with research partners from
South Asia involves complex issues such as agreeing on suitable formats and communication tools, development of
areas of mutual interest, joint research questions and trust.
This paper reports on the STICH research project, an international research cooperation between Switzerland and
India that investigated the topic of requirements of future design education by jointly exploring topic issues in the
area of craft, design and social innovation. The great cultural differences between the two countries helped in
reflecting the transformation of craft and design in new contexts of social innovation – e.g. seeing similarities in the
reinterpretation and significance of craft and design in the context of entirely different social challenges.
Based on the review of a nine-month research cooperation between two design schools in India and Switzerland, the
paper proposes ways of linking-up with new target groups for design education and new educational formats and
contents that reflect the reinterpretation of traditional design skills in globalised contexts. Thus, the paper’s significant
contribution is through application of theory in the specific context of a research cooperation highlighting particular
target groups, formats and contents for future design education in Switzerland and India. This research fills a
significant gap in literature in both design and in craft, and provides opportunities to conduct further comparative
studies.

2 Literature Review
First, we need to clarify some of the terms used in this paper: The term ‘craft’ subsumes those activities that deal with
materials and turn them into products employing the local, traditional wisdom of craft processes (Das & Hasija, 2017).
Craft is about making and working with material. It is about knowledge and the practice of making specific products.
As such, crafts are associated with “sensibilities of material understanding, of making and haptic perception as well as
the production of emotional values […]” (Niedderer & Townsend, 2014, p. 625). Craft, therefore, incorporates
‘intelligent making’ (compare: NSEAD: definition http://www.nsead.org/craft/index.aspx). Apart from crafts (the
actual artefacts), we refer to this dimension of informed and sensitive choosing and making when speaking of craft in
this paper. Thus, craft is characterised by being not elite, typically a gendered activity and polarised in terms of
religious categorisation of different types of crafts.
Craft in Switzerland, like in most developed countries, is discussed in the context of industry and business, yet in
countries like India, where there has been a continuous unbroken craft tradition of thousands of years, crafts have an
integral role in design studies. In India, colonisation had a crushing impact on crafts: a de-industrialization took place
which broke the backbone of the Indian economy and the crafts sector, which had been the mainstay of India for
millennia, suffered in unimaginable ways. The years after Independence in India were difficult in many regards, but
especially in economic terms. However, craft traditions in both of the above-mentioned countries share the
experience of an IT boom, which introduced an important transition: the economy opened up, resulting in more room
for cultural issues and a new focus on craft as informed making, which can serve as a means to communicate new
messages, reinterpret values for new contexts (Junginger, 2016) and as means for empowerment (von Busch &
Pazarbasi, 2018). Thus, craft is crossing into design – e.g. challenging existing understandings and creating new
meanings (Junginger, 2016) or “imagining and creating future opportunities” (Nielsen et al., 2017, p. 620). Table 1
provides an overview of focus issues for traditional application of design and craft and for the application in new
contexts. Therefore, we can speak of correspondences between craft and design practice, when it comes to social
innovation; when discussing craft knowledge in the context of social innovation, we can also draw conclusions on
requirements for future design practice and future design education.
Craft as design strategy is directed towards identifying ways out of complex muted conversation by challenging
complex situations. A similar movement can be observed in the context of design: the understanding of design has
shifted from an understanding that emphasises technique or method to one that highlights design as a strategic art
(Junginger, 2016, p. 48), which is concerned with not only techniques (skilled, unskilled), but also with social issues.
2
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Design used at this strategic level, promotes the skilful application of techniques and engages people through
methods to inquire into problems of approaching societal challenges, sets the path for social transformation and
social change that concern the human experience. Buchanan coined the term third and fourth order of design
problems, which are concerned with the design of new processes, services or environments and systems, rather than
visual symbols, graphics- or and product design (Buchanan, 2001). Buchanan emphasizes that dealing with problems
of third and fourth order of design, requires the consideration of additional levels of investigation such as the
experience of using products – e.g. considering usefulness, usability, and desirability, rather than limiting the design
inquiries to form, function, materials and manner of production (ibid: 13).
Table 1. Overview of focus issues for traditional application of design and craft and for the application in new contexts (grey)
Craft in traditional contexts
Craft techniques
Craft skills
Traditional craft knowledge
Preserve identities

Application in new contexts
Communicate new messages
Reinterpret values for new contexts
Bridge between groups
Challenging existing knowledge
Create new ways of doing and being

Design in traditional contexts
Form
Function
Materials
Manner of production

Design education is the teaching of theory and application of design strategies to design products, services, processes
and environments. It encompasses various disciplines of design, such as product and service design, visual
communication design, interior design and interaction design. Contemporary design schools typically share a couple of
typical design values, attitudes and approaches such as a studio-based approach that emphasizes the classroom can
be a laboratory in which students and lecturers focus on sharing ideas and on learning about a problem in iterative
cycles of testing different solutions.
One of the key issues addressed in research on design education is that there are clear links between design research
and design teaching, and that maybe they could be closer – e.g. design research does support design teaching (e.g.
Tovey, 2015). This is a good reason for undertaking joint investigation in craft design and social innovation in order to
inform the progress of future design development.
Existing research on the requirements for future design education include a number of different claims, such as
development of new areas of design practice such as interaction design, mastery of advanced design methods and of
design research (Buchanan, 2004). In relation to the development of future design curricula, Buchanan’s (2001)
concept of four orders of design lends itself to hypothesising that contexts of use need to be considered when
investigating future design curricula. Buchanan (2001) highlights changing features in design practice and design
education that concern contexts in relation to a) experience: “How do we plan an action, how do we create the
concrete form of experience […]” (ibid:11-12) – and b) systems in which “things” are integrated and used (ibid.). Also,
design research makes substantial efforts to highlight the teaching of design from elementary school as an essential
contributor in support of a better tomorrow (Vande et al., 2015; Lloyd & Bohemia; 2016, Storni et al., 2018). One
reason given is that “Every day we need to apply knowledge from a variety of sources to resolve problems, manage
relationships, and establish a quality life” (Vande et al., 2015, p. ii). In order to extend existing synapses and initiate
links between design research and design education that can support teaching in design (Tovey, 2015), we will also
consider the question of new formats in design curricula. Therefore, new target groups for design education, new
educational formats and contexts for design curricula channelled the research project activities that this paper reports
on.

3 Materials and Methods
The STICH research collaboration was a seeding project that lasted from 1 March – 31 December 2018. It was funded
with a Bridging Grant of the Leading House South Asia and Iran and offered two Swiss researchers from the Lucerne
University of Applied Sciences and Arts (LUASA) who have already successfully completed a project with the National
Institute of Design (NID) the possibility to continue joint research in order to prepare a grant application for a full joint
research project. Also, the project team involved a staff member with expertise in higher education development, on
the Swiss side. On the Indian side, the two researchers from the NID have demonstrated research interests in the
crafts sector, and they identified the research site in Ahmedabad city which is a craft cluster of disenfranchised
women located around a heritage monument of the city. Over the funded nine-month period, the research partners
achieved a number of accomplishments, spanning from qualitative data collection, two joint research symposiums,
and the foundation for a collaboration on doctoral education. The planning and execution of a joint research
symposium in Lucerne in September 2018 and the planning and execution of a joint project workshop during the
3
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insight’18 Design Research Symposium at the NID in Ahmedabad in November 2018 were vehicles to share relevant
research from both institutes and led to a state-of-the-art overview on research into craft and social innovation in
Switzerland and India. There was a successful application for an SNSF-mobility grant that covered travelling and
accommodation for the two Indian researchers, as this was not part of the Bridging Grant budget. The results were
implemented in a follow-up project proposal (January 2019) to MOVETIA, the Swiss Exchange and Mobility promotion
agency aiming at setting up a joint international collaboration on the topic of craft, design education and social
innovation. One of the key elements of the proposal is the setting-up of a joint international research and exchange
platform on craft, design education and social innovation, where results can be made available and the interrelation
between craft and design in future society and economy can be further discussed.
The STICH project took place within the existing Craft Design Research Lab – a research and education framework
between the NID and LUASA. Both LUASA and the NID offer praxis oriented and application-oriented competences in
design education, enabling an entry into design practice. This includes a focus on social design in many of the courses
through socially engaged practice projects. The design program at LUASA is situated between traditional design skills
and an extended design practice operating in fields of service, process, and systems design. NID is a top ranked Indian
Design School that offers design education at the level of B.Des., M.Des. and PhD. Its internationally recognized focus
points include social and ecological correlations, and international cooperation. The NID-Design Vision Center
investigates an extended design practice and the role of design in the future society and economy in India.
The project team used one symposium and a workshop for joint investigation on the topic of craft design and social
innovation to jointly explore target groups, formats and contents for future design education in Switzerland and India.
Our research question was an explorative one in so far as we wished to study a so far yet poorly understood
phenomenon. We were interested into gaining insights from analysing a range of issues and include the view of
different stakeholders. This implies a qualitative research design. Data collection accompanied the process as an
additional information source that nourished the discussion with additional data from practice. It consisted of a field
visit of the entire team comprising both Indian and Swiss researchers to the Sarkhej Roza Women’s Collective in
Ahmedabad and interaction with some of the stakeholders, as well as a series of nine problem centred interviews
1
(Witzel, 1985) with craft-related social initiatives in Switzerland . Interviews were transcribed verbatim. While we
used predefined categories (design strategies) in the three-step coding and mapping process (Miles & Hubermann,
1994) the two researchers also remained open for categories to emerge from the material. In order to increase
interpretative validity, the results were presented and discussed at the Insight 2018 Design Research Symposium at
NID, Ahmedabad, India.

4 Results
The joint exploration of craft design and social innovation led to a number of relevant indications for future design
education. The symposium and results from the interview analysis highlight the importance of strengthening design
competencies as basic skill for Swiss primary school to respond to the basic skill focus of Swiss educational goals for
Swiss primary and secondary school. Basic skills describe the heart of educational goals. They cover basic capabilities
and skills that need to be reached at particular school levels. Aesthetics and creativity constitute an integral part of
the basic skill concept (compare: http://www.edk.ch/dyn/12930.php (in German and French only). Additionally, the
results from the project emphasized the significance of focusing on creating cultural competencies in the education of
designers: they more and more need to be able to operate in global contexts. Design students need to not only
experience, but also reflect work across different cultures – inside and outside university, across different
communities, and across different countries.
The multicultural research cooperation confirmed the shared interest and potential of craft, design and social
innovation in relation to developing future design curricula. The project particularly showed similarities in the reinterpretation, significance and function of craft and design in the context of the entirely different social challenges in
India and Switzerland – e.g. bridging between dissimilar groups, creating new narratives around a topic issue, and
finding ways out of muted conversation. The project also revealed the difference in nuanced understanding of and
approach towards crafts in both cultures, of the crafts sector in both countries, and the correlation between design
and craft in design education of both institutes. Additionally, the research projects showed that new narratives
include the potential to emphasize new roles for design and creating, e.g. promoting design as innovation practice
with an open, flexible approach, and emphasizing new roles for designers. Innovative educational formats such as
1

MachWerk, Social Fabric, HelloWelcom, Architecture for Refugees, Guerilla Urbanism, Nähatelier ZH, Café Maitri, Tüftelwerkstatt,
FabLab Luzern
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interdisciplinary and collaborative summer schools that focus on social transformation and economic innovation can
serve as vehicles to generate these new narratives. Furthermore, the exploration led to the realisation that joint
international PhD-calls and programs in the field of extended design theory can particularly underline the
commitment of design to complex social and economic issues, because it promotes and supports scientific publication
of design researchers. Consequently, both NID and HSLU are working out collaboration on their PhD calls with clear
invitations at NID to research proposals of people engaged with the craft sector and social development and
innovation for their next cycle of PhD admissions so that a shared content, structure and format of doctoral education
in design may take place.
However, working across multicultural contexts also included discussing differing national demands on higher
education in design, e.g. differing demands on designers, from industry such as an emphasis on infrastructural,
marketing and international web technology projects in India and an emphasis on commissioned freelance studio
work in Switzerland.
At an intercultural level, the project brought new findings in relation to understanding of, and accessibility to funding.
Researchers’ responsibilities, for example, towards the general public in India and in Switzerland seem to differ - e.g.
research grants from the Swiss Government, such as the Bridging Grant, are entirely provided through taxpayer’s
money. Furthermore, we noted that there is a real problem in terms of the income differences in Switzerland and
India. There also seems to be an issue with most funding instruments, as they provide (some) money to Swiss
researchers but none to Indian researchers. We experienced this with SUDAC and with MOVETIA (Swiss funding
agencies), for example. The Indian partners are often relegated to providing specific materials and letters of support
without being fully able to understand and without fully being able to participate on an equal footing in the grant
proposals.

5 Discussion
As part of the Craft Design Research Lab and implementation of internationalisation of design schools the STICH
research project provided the opportunity to investigate the reinterpretation of design in new contexts in relation to
craft and social innovation initiatives. The main purpose of the paper was to report on results of the joint investigation
of future oriented design education target groups, formats and context. The study illustrated how relating craft to
design and social innovation is about considering craft in relation to communication and interaction (e.g. bridging,
creating new narratives, and re-creating conversation). This observation allows us to link craft to Buchanan’s (2001)
third and fourth orders of design – groups of people interacting with other groups of people and things. Furthermore,
the joint investigation showed a lack of visibility and commitment of design education to design in relation to complex
issues. Instead, design is mainly understood as styling and in relation to products – e.g. tables, chairs etc. This is true
for both educators and also for most of the students and general public in the contexts of the Indian and Swiss school.
Instead, design is increasingly applied in new contexts and with new target groups, e.g. interdisciplinary innovation
process contexts. With the new target groups, design is understood as having an open and flexible innovation
approach – e.g. including interdisciplinary and international project partners with continuously evolving project briefs
that require design method and research competences (Buchanan, 2004).
The researchers proposed a number of important aspects, which can serve as guidelines for future investigations and
development of future design education and creation of new narratives around design in new contexts. They include
the importance of:
• responding to national educational strategies to promote design in relation to future oriented skills such as
aesthetic knowledge and creativity to create common reference points between design and new target groups
such as primary school;
• utilising interdisciplinary formats such as summer schools that focus on social transformation and economic
innovation to create new narratives around design to mediate the role of design process as flexible, open
innovation approach;
• finding ways to demonstrate leadership and commitment to complex issues.
The study confirms earlier realisation on the importance of strengthening the relevance of design research in design
education (e.g. Buchanan, 2001). This study shows that joint, international PhD-calls can provide an opportunity to
underline the commitment of design to complex social and economic issues, because it promotes and supports
scientific publication of design researchers.
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6 Conclusion
The paper reported on a joint investigation on the topic of craft design and social innovation to jointly explore future
design education requirements.
Working on the issue of design, craft and social innovation, and seeing similar functions of craft in social innovation,
we find that the topic offers new avenues for multicultural collaborations across radically different cultural context
like those presented by Switzerland and India. Craft in our study is assigned a role in relation to pioneering and
developing new ideas across different groups, rather than being linked to one particular tradition and to retaining one
particular cultural identity. This type of repositioning of craft and related skills and traditional craft knowledge to
todays’ challenges is also reviewing and revaluating respective skills, knowledge and practices. The topic however is
not explored well and deserves more research. Finally, we conclude that the ideas, techniques and methods of crafts
can be detected in and are related to design of the first and second order problems (see: Buchanan, 2001). We argue
that human-centred design can learn from crafts and their relations and efficacies on social change. In a world of
disruption and change, the search is on for continuity. The exploration of crafts from a design angle allows for new
insights into what continuity may mean in the context of social design. The links between design skills and techniques
of the first and second order to third and fourth order design problems – i.e., the broadening of design approaches to
systemic change and new contexts can benefit from a new understanding of crafts and its contributions to social
innovation.
Future-oriented skills such as intercultural communication and interdisciplinarity have been acknowledged through
respective educational formats but are still the poor relative, when it comes to theoretical back up. One way of
creating new narratives that emphasize complexity in design and preparing students to contribute to a complex world
include the development of international PhD-programs, which necessarily emphasize the legitimacy of design in
research and can demonstrate thematic leadership. This requires long-term commitment through the education
partners, which may not always be granted or funded.
We therefore conclude that more research is needed. However, we also conclude that the funding for such projects
remains challenging as many funding bodies only support one side and demand deep knowledge about funding bodies
and promotion agencies. Still the research collaboration is leading towards new curricula ideas that we are trying to
fund with the MOVETIA open project call.
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